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South African food-based dietary guidelines: testing of the preliminary guidelines 
among women in KwaZulu-Natal and the Western Cape 
Abstract 
Aim. To assess the appropriateness of the preliminary South African food-based dietary guidelines 
(FBDGs) as a nutrition education tool for women in KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) and the Western Cape (WC) in 
terms of comprehension, interpretation and implementation. Methods. This was a qualitative study using 
focus group discussions. Focus groups were held in five magisterial districts within KZN, and the Cape 
Town metropolitan area of the WC, to evaluate the comprehensibility and applicability of the FBDGs. 
Groups were randomly selected according to settlement type (non-urban, urban informal, urban formal) 
and ethnicity (black, coloured (of mixed origin), Indian, white) to reflect the KZN and WC population. Focus 
groups were conducted in the home language of the participants, namely, English, Zulu, Xhosa and 
Afrikaans. Participants included 137 women aged 19-63 years, with no formal nutrition training and who 
were responsible for food purchasing and food preparation decisions in the household. Results. In 
general, women understood many of the FBDGs and the suggested food categories, and could construct 
a day's meals using the FBDGs. Areas of confusion were identified regarding certain terminology and 
concepts, such as the terms 'legumes', 'foods from animals', and 'healthier snacks'. Primary constraints to 
implementation of the FBDGs included cost and availability of food, household taste preferences, routine 
food purchasing habits, habitual or traditional food preparation and cooking methods, time constraints, 
accessibility (primarily transport difficulties) and underlying attitudes towards health and nutrition. 
Conclusion. The findings from this study have been used to revise the preliminary FBDGs, in order to 
provide an appropriate tool for effective nutrition education, for the purpose of improving nutrition 
knowledge, attitudes and dietary behaviours of South Africans. 
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ARTICLES 
SOUTH AFRICAN FOOD-BASED 
DIETARY GUIDELINES 
Testing of the preliminary guidelines among 
women in KwaZulu-Natal and the Western Cape 
P Love, E Maunder, M Green, F Ross, J Smale-Lovely, 
K Charlton 
Aim. To assess the appropriateness of the preliminary South 
African food-based dietary guidelines (FBDGs) as a nutrition 
education tool for women in KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) and the 
Western Cape (WC) in terms of comprehension, 
interpretation and implementation. 
Methods. This was a qualitative study using focus group 
discussions. Focus groups were held in five magisterial 
districts within KZN, and the Cape Town metropolitan area 
of the we, to evaluate the comprehensibility and 
applicability of the FBDGs. Groups were randomly selected 
according to settlement type (non-urban, urban informal, 
urban formal) and ethnicity (black, coloured (of mixed 
origin), Indian, white) to reflect the KZN and WC population. 
Focus groups were conducted in the home language of the 
participants, namely, English, Zulu, Xhosa and Afrikaans. 
Participants included 137 women aged 19-63 years, with no 
formal nutrition training and who were responsible for food 
purchasing and food preparation decisions in the household. 
Results. In general, women understood many of the FBDGs 
and the suggested food categories, and could construct a 
day's meals using the FBDGs. Areas of confusion were 
identified regarding certain terminology and concepts, such 
as the terms 'legumes', 'foods from animals', and 'healthier 
snacks'. Primary constraints to implementation of the FBDGs 
included cost and availability of food, household taste 
preferences, routine food purchasing habits, habitual or 
traditional food preparation and cooking methods, time 
constraints, accessibility (primarily transport difficulties) and 
underlying attitudes towards health and nutrition. 
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Conclusion. The findings from this study have been used to 
revise the preliminary FBDGs, in order to provide an 
appropriate tool for effective nutrition education, for the 
purpose of improving nutrition knowledge, attitudes and 
dietary behaviours of South Africans. 
South Africa is a society in transition, and this is reflected in its 
health profile. The coexistence of under- and over-nutrition is 
evident, not only between populations but also within 
populations and even within the same households." An 
estimated 2.3 - 2.5 million South Africans are undernourished; 
the majority of these are black children aged 0- 12 years.' 
National and regional studies show that undernutrition 
manifests as low birth weight, wasting, underweight, stunting, 
and specific micronutrient (vitamin A, iron, iodine) 
deficiencies.'''" On the other hand, mortality attributed to 
chronic diseases of lifestyle (in particular, hypertension, heart 
disease and non-insulin-dependent diabetes mellitus) is 
currently estimated at 28.5%. 11 " 
Nutrition-related problems in South Africa clearly reflect the 
double burden of disease associated with the nutrition 
transition that accompanies increasing urbanisation trends. 
Apart from rapid urbanisation, poverty, universally accepted 
as a fundamental cause of undernutrition, is a serious problem 
in the country, with the overall poverty rate estimated at 
85.9'Yo. Of this group, black and coloured South Africans 
represent 66.6% and 23.1 %, the majority of whom live in non-
urban areas.' 
As a means to address nutrition-related problems, the World 
Declaration and Plan of Action for Nutrition was adopted at 
the International Conference on Nutrition (ICN) held in Rome 
in 1992, where South Africa was one of 159 participating 
countries. This Declaration places nutrition education and the 
promotion of appropriate diets and lifestyles as a priority issue 
to address nutrition-related problems." 
In response to this, the World Health Organisation (WHO) 
and the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United 
Nations (FAO) convened an international consultation in 
Cyprus in 1995 to discuss the need for more effective nutrition 
education interventions. The meeting concluded that 
disseminating information through food-based dietary 
guidelines (FBDGs) can be a valid strategy for public health 
nutrition because:" 
• consumers think in terms of foods rather than nutrients, and 
• FBDGs can take account of considerable epidemiological 
data linking specific food consumption patterns with low 
incidence of certain diseases, while not requiring a complete 
understanding of the underlying biological mechanisms. 
The WHO and FAO"" and leading nutrition education 
researchers"'" suggest that the following factors should be 
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